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Academic energy around participatory research emerged to foster an alternative paradigm for social science research that would transform researchers and research participants into co-researchers. The growing interest in participatory methods is a response to the conventional systems of academic research that perpetuate the division of power between the researcher and the researched. Participatory action research recognises the inherent subjectivity in all social science research and includes reflexivity as an integral part of the research cycle (Hall, 1990; Stanley & Wise, 1990) . This article examines the rapidly expanding field of participatory action research (PAR) as it relates to academic involvement in community research and dialogue. The literature on PAR is closely related to feminist perspectives on research and many defining principles are informed by feminist epistemologies (Reinharz, 1981; Lather, 1988; Smith, 1990 Smith, , 1999 Harding, 1991) . This article concentrates on the advantages and disadvantages of the PAR approach as a research practice in academic institutions. I will focus on the relationship of teaching and practicing PAR with respect to the democratisation of classrooms and the university. In conclusion, this article raises a number of questions for academics to consider including the possible outcomes and implications for implementing PAR within graduate school curriculum.
As a doctoral student attending a large university in western Canada, I am deeply interested in the role of academics and universities in society, and with the impact universities have on what we know and how we know. I have a background in biological sciences and have shifted from science to social science for an interdisciplinary doctoral dissertation in education and sustainability studies. Due to the interdisciplinary nature of PAR, an increasingly large number of terms, definitions and interpretations exist to describe this approach. I have chosen to examine three strands of research that fit within the PAR framework: action research, participatory research and collaborative inquiry. The first section of this article will describe the fundamental principles associated with doing research in a PAR framework with specific reference to action research, participatory research and collaborative inquiry. The final sections of this article address the obligations and expectations associated with PAR in academic institutions from the accounts of graduate students (Maguire, 1993; Bernard, 1999) and professors (Stoecker & Bonacich, 1992; Cancian, 1993; Hubbard, 1996) .
Defining Participatory Action Research
Academic research projects that involve participants in the research process (participatory) are committed to social change (action), and have elements of social learning (education) are often described and defined as participatory action research (PAR). I have chosen to use 'PAR' as an umbrella term to discuss the challenges and rewards of embracing alternative research approaches within the academic institution. The combination of action, education and research are the underlying principles found in most PAR projects (Hall, 1981) . However, difficulties arise with such an expansive definition -how we choose to define action, education and research is intimately related to our own experiences, disciplines and knowledge. Given that the roots and histories behind the principles for PAR were created by a number of disciplines there is an obvious tension in the literature regarding the nature of 'true' participatory research.
PAR has its roots in the disciplines of education, community development, social policy and organisational development, and has recently moved into the interdisciplinary fields of planning, health promotion and environmental/sustainability studies. Definitions of PAR occur in every text and article on the subject and these works often propose additional principles to support the validity of their particular methodologies. A Canadian Royal Commission undertaken by Green et al (1995) defines PAR as 'inquiry, with the collaboration of those affected by the issue being studied, for purposes of education and taking action or effecting change'. The authors conclude that action, education and research are three areas that must be included for projects to be properly characterised as PAR. Another definition by Stringer (1996) describes community-based action research as providing: a process or a context through which people can collectively clarify their problems and formulate new ways of envisioning their situations. In doing so, each participant's taken-for-granted cultural viewpoint is challenged and modified so that new systems of meaning emerge that can be incorporated in the texts -rules, regulations, practices, procedures and policies -that govern our professional and community experience.
Stringer and many others (e.g. Hall, 1992; Stoecker & Bonacich, 1992) believe that true participatory action research must be grounded in the community that the research involves. Table I outlines a range of characteristics that define PAR as compared with traditional social science research. Definitions of PAR often embody values and ideologies that create a vision of a methodology that goes far beyond a method of obtaining information and data from research subjects to include social change and participant empowerment.
Historically, traditional social science research attempted to be objective -to avoid any subjectivity in the research process. The objectives of traditional social science research are to control for bias, to predict and to measure. The conclusions of the research are intended to create truth, new knowledge and ideally a number of academic publications. The natural science paradigm is one that many social scientists traditionally work within. The paradigm is dominated by the use of quantitative measurement, experimental design, statistical analysis and the idealised notion of the 'unbiased researcher' (Patton, 1997) . Alternative research (which includes participatory action research) addresses epistemological questions and is focused on description, interpretation and understanding (Reason & Rowan, 1981) . Both alternative and traditional social science research methodologies are important and necessary in the pursuit of knowledge within academia. In my experience with methods courses, it appears that graduate students are encouraged to have a firm grasp of traditional social science before commencing with alternative research methodologies. This results in the naming of the other -the alternative -and creates a dichotomy instead of a parallel approach. Unfortunately, many students never get far enough in their studies to explore the alternatives that exist along the fringes of the institution.
The epistemological assumptions of traditional social science research are that certain individuals are more likely to 'know' than others. In comparison, alternative research methodologies suggest a need to embrace alternative ways of knowing and to include all participants in the shared construction of knowledge. In Human Inquiry, Rowan & Reason (1981) described three pillars of research: old paradigm research (objective), naïve inquiry (subjective) and new paradigm research (objectively subjective). The alternative paradigm does not reject all principles within the traditional research paradigm, but insists there are many principles that need rethinking. (Stringer, 1996) . Conscientisation (Freire, 1970) and transformation (Hall, 1992 
Power and relationships
Power-oriented: seeking truth, objectivity, universal laws and knowledge (Joyappa & Martin, 1996) . Empower-oriented: conscious attempts to balance power (Joyappa & Martin, 1996) .
Control
Researcher has control of research process, research questions and research findings.
Community (includes participants and researcher) has control of research process, research questions and research findings.
Decisionmaking
Individual or team of researchers make decisions about direction of research.
Group activity: usually a large group, collaborative approach to problemsolving and research directions.
Goals
Create new knowledge, seek truth via the objective researcher Democratisation of knowledge creation, social change (Stoecker & Bonacich, 1992 ) action and implementation. For example, Reason & Rowan (1981) argue that in traditional research people are often reduced to a set of variables to be generalised across situations and other populations. They argue that people cannot be isolated from their social contexts and it is therefore necessary to study people within their community (or group) in order to have a better understanding of the research problem. As tensions between accuracy and reality surfaced in the academy, a large group of researchers (as found in text by Reason & Rowan, 1981) argued against the quantification of research -discrediting the assumption that if it was measured it must be true.
PAR is considered an 'alternative' to traditional social science methods, but it is not intended to replace all aspects of social science research (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Hall, 1992; Dick, 1997) . PAR is not appropriate for all types of inquiry and researchers need to carefully consider choosing this methodology. Researchers that work intensively with groups or within organisations have found that many of the principles of PAR fit comfortably with their values and beliefs. The next section of this article outlines a series of guidelines for PAR and, in a later section, considers these principles as they apply to graduate student projects and classrooms.
What is the Problem for Which PAR is the Solution?
During a recent conversation a colleague posed the following question 'what is the problem for which PAR is the solution?' The problem (put simply) is the dominant paradigm that continues to be reproduced through positivist research traditions, hierarchy, and the taken-for-granted systems and structures at work within academic institutions. The problem lies within the traditional relationship between researcher and researched that has permeated academic institutions for decades. Subjects of research are often viewed as information repositories, databanks to be interviewed or people to be 'empowered'. Alternatively, PAR considers participants in the production of knowledge (instead of subjects) and creates the possibility of empowerment for the researcher (as opposed to the belief that subjects are in need of being empowered). If we alter our perspective (and language) to include our subjects as participants in the research process we may learn more about the people we are questioning than just the answers on the survey. In traditional social science research, the researcher has total control over the subjects, which may result in unfair and inequitable relationships between these people. This unbalanced power dynamic has been a part of social research for so long that few disciplines even report on the relationship between researcher and researched in academic journals and texts. This is not to suggest that academic researchers do not have good intentions for their research.
Let me take a step backwards before I get myself into trouble. There are academics within many disciplines that spend a great deal of time reflecting on their positions as researchers, and discussing this predicament in the literature and in their classrooms. However, it is my experience that the level of self-awareness and critical reflection is not apparent in the behaviour of professors in all disciplines of social science, and is almost invisible within the natural sciences. It is important to acknowledge that many of the natural sciences do not deal with human subjects and would not be expected to reflect on this power relationship. Unfortunately, most academic research is written in a language that cannot be understood by individuals outside of the discipline. Consequently, research results are rarely created for those involved in the research process and are inaccessible to the general public. PAR attempts to turn research into a step-wise process of critical reflection in order to alter the relationship between the researcher and the researched. Through active participation in the research process, participants become co-researchers in an evolving research cycle. By actively participating in the research, people will have a better understanding of the research process and be more involved in the outcomes of the research. The assumption is that by increasing the number of people involved in the design and analysis of the research, the more likely that the results will lead to action and implementation. This is an assumption that requires evaluation in the field.
Principles of PAR
Most authors describing the methods of PAR illustrate the underlying principles and assumptions associated with the methodology. Table II outlines a list of principles taken from three sources for action research, participatory research and participatory action research. For example, Stringer (1996) states four principles that all community-based action research should adhere to. This type of research should be democratic (enabling participation for all), equitable (acknowledging equality of people), liberating (providing freedom from oppression) and life enhancing (enabling the expression of people's full potential; Stringer, 1996) . These principles are rarely espoused when we consider traditional methodologies from social science. This is not to say that all research should encompass these principles, only that PAR is intended to encompass these ideals. Other principles that PAR embraces include critical reflection and reflexivity as a means to address the subjectivity present in all research projects. Reflexivity is defined by Hall (1990) as a deliberate attempt to:
• monitor and reflect on one's doing of the research;
• be self-conscious about how one's doing of the research, as well as what one brings to the research (previous experience, knowledge, values, beliefs and a priori concepts), shapes the way the data are interpreted and treated.
Reference
Guidelines and/or 'principles' for PAR Stringer (1996) Relationships are equal, harmonious, accepting, cooperative, sensitive Participation that is involving, active, supportive, successful, personal Communication that is attentive, accepting, comprehensible, truthful, sincere, appropriate, advisory Inclusion that accounts for all individuals, all groups, all issues, cooperation, mutual benefit McTaggart (1991) PAR projects emphasise the following: identification of individual and collective project changing and studying discourse, practice and social organisation: the distribution of power changing the culture of working groups, institutions and society action and reflection unifying the intellectual and practical project knowledge production engaging the politics of research action methodological resources -phenomenology, ethnography, case study. creating the theory of work Winter (1996) Principles and procedures for the conduct of action research projects: reflexive critique dialectic critique collaboration risking disturbance creating plural structures theory and practice internalised For better or worse, reflexivity and critical inquiry can lead to unanticipated and disruptive findings (Hall, 1990) . Participatory action research has the potential to cause disturbances that can manifest as direct, political action or as disturbances in our own understandings and assumptions. Miller (1994) outlines a few of the potential drawbacks of PAR methodology and explains that PAR 'is not experienced as uplifting and rewarding by all participants. Researchers adopting this approach need to recognise that outcomes may be unexpected and sometimes painful for some or all participants'. Her study was an experimental mini-economy with the intention of examining how economic structures influence personal relationships and decision-making within a group of people. She was shocked and unsettled when people were extremely upset with the outcomes of the project. Another example of disturbance is the potential for transformative experiences as a result of participatory action research. Researchers that emphasise self-reflexivity of their own assumptions, values and biases will be challenged within participatory projects as much as the other participants. The repercussions of reflexive practice in any setting can lead to transformative experiences that require a great deal of support. I recall my professor of action research stating that she could only participate in action research projects every 2 or 3 years due to the increased demands on her emotional and intellectual energy. The Group for Collaborative Inquiry & thINQ (1994) shared similar responses to collaboration in describing that 'one marker of collaborative inquiry is the extent to which the process disrupts the personal lives of the researchers'. Emotional and personal anecdotes are found throughout the literature on participatory and collaborative research. These anecdotes allow others to reflect on the engrossing nature of the practice before embarking on their own PAR projects.
Researchers engaged in PAR are constantly reflecting, acting and changing the direction of the research process in an effort to keep the research democratic, equitable, liberating and life enhancing. Authors of PAR projects suggest that this cycle of research allows for a more holistic understanding of the research problem, an increased likelihood of all voices being heard and a greater degree of trust between the researcher and the community involved in the research (Hall, 1992; Stringer, 1996; Dick, 1997) . Most authors in the PAR literature suggest that we need to be more aware of how the assumptions associated with the PAR methodology should become part of the critical reflection incorporated into the research process. It is simply not enough to engage in participatory action research and assume that these principles will be applied. Winter's (1996) principles for action research appear more cautious than Stringer's (1996) key principles. Winter suggests that we need to include both a reflexive and dialectic critique in our work. As researchers, we need to be attuned to our own biases and attempt to relate these biases to the context of our standpoints. In creating multiple frameworks we can develop a variety of accounts as compared with a single, authoritative interpretation of our research findings. Winter (1996) suggests that multiple interpretations of data will help to address the authority and inequitable power relationships that are a direct result of singular interpretations of research data. By collaboratively interpreting data, we may be more aware of how our own personal biases and assumptions influence the analysis.
One of the most thorough accounts of the fundamental principles of PAR is found in McTaggart (1991), who warns not to 'become bedazzled with the bright light of a pristine set of principles'. He suggests that a large number of research practices are being lumped under the guise of PAR that do not adhere to these principles (see Table II ). McTaggart's (1991) article describes how the terms participatory action research, participatory research and action research are often misused, and accompany a large array of approaches to research. Most would agree that PAR involves a group of people and that the research process is cyclic in nature. Problems arise for academics attempting to agree on definitions for true participation, action and, most importantly, what constitutes research. Alternative research paradigms challenge academics to reconsider the constructions and concepts that have become habits of practice in our work. The principles of participatory research are similar to those of feminist research methods. Both feminist and participatory action researchers agree that research can empower the oppressed and lead to social change (Reinharz, 1992; Maguire, 1993) .
Academic Involvement in PAR
After reviewing and considering a large body of literature on the subject of participatory action research, there are a number of questions that arise for academics to consider. The following questions represent an alternative perspective for researchers that fundamentally challenge the way we teach and do research in the academy and include:
• What is the relationship between participatory action research and academic success?
• Can power imbalances between researchers and participants be reduced through PAR?
• How can the role of emotion and self be incorporated into academic research?
• Is it possible for true collaboration and participation to occur within competitive academic settings?
These four questions challenge academics to consider how equality, shared knowledge construction and participation can be practiced within our institutions. I believe that, if we are to shift current research practices to further include (and accept) alternative paradigms for research we need to consider how our classrooms, meetings and hallways would change. The following four sections of the article will address each of these problematics in relation to practicing participatory action research in the university. Cancian (1993) interviewed nine successful sociology professors involved in PAR, and found a number of tensions arose between the role of activist and the role of the academic. 'Sharing power over the research with community members makes it very difficult to produce frequent academic publications that meet academic standards, and incorporating social action into the research slows down and complicates research projects' (Cancian, 1993) . She found that many of the interviewed professors tried to keep community service and research as separate entities in their lives in order to pursue both activism and academic success. Cancian (1993) describes this as the two-career strategy (academic and activist) and one childless female respondent suggested 'that if she had children, she would not have the time to be an activist as well as a successful professor'.
What is the Relationship between Participatory Action Research and Academic Success?
If 'doing PAR is antithetical to climbing the ladder of professional success' (Stoecker & Bonacich, 1992) , then why are professors teaching students (some who may want to become professors) about the benefits of this alternative methodology? Researchers who are familiar with the methodologies are adamant that 'It is NOT business as usual and as such it is DANGEROUS' (Stoecker & Bonacich, 1992) . As academics become more involved in collaborative and participatory research, especially PAR within the university, there may be an opportunity to challenge the systems that we take for granted on a daily basis. How can we shift other disciplines to consider alternative research methodologies when our institutions remain steeped in hierarchical structures and success based on individual achievement? Hubbard (1996) and her colleagues (Divinski et al, 1994) have addressed the possibilities of restructuring academia (to accept alternative research paradigms) and came to the belief that their demands would never be seriously addressed or implemented. Hubbard's (1996) group suggest that it would be 'foolish to expect academics to strongly support radical approaches just as it would be wrong to encourage graduate students and junior faculty to ignore conventional standards' (Hubbard, 1996) . Should academic institutions embrace alternative research paradigms that attempt to involve communities in every aspect of the research? Hall (1993) elaborates on the commodification of knowledge within the academy:
Can Power Imbalances between Researchers and Participants Be Reduced through PAR?
Knowledge within the academy serves a variety of purposes. It is a commodity by which academics do far more than exchange ideas; it is the very means of exchange for the academic political economy. Tenure, promotion, peer recognition, research grants and smaller codes of privilege are accorded through the adding up of articles, books, and papers in 'refereed' journals and conferences.
In a recent article, 'Are Academics Irrelevant? ' Stoecker (1998) addressed how far participatory research in academia is planning to go. He suggests that if academics can train research subjects to conduct research, pose research problems and create social change, then academics will be working themselves out of a job. If academics and community organisations are competing for the same research grants we may see another shift towards more traditional forms of research. 'As even public universities become increasingly dependent on private money, our salaries and our research grants are more and more tied to maintaining, rather than challenging, the existing power relations' (Stoecker & Bonacich, 1992) .
The danger of institutionalising PAR is that it will become more rigid in method, and will shift away from the open, participatory and collaborative processes that it adheres to. Heaney (1993) suggests that academics should be aware of the power of the institution when practicing PAR; 'it is not difficult to imagine the day when third world governments and community organisations will hire only professional participatory researchers trained and certified by graduate institutions'. Participatory research evolved out of the need to change the power relationship between research and researched, and to bring research into the hands of community members. It is important that this practice remains open about its biases and assumptions, and continues to strive for a practice of reflection and selfcritique. I am concerned that PAR created by academics will become part of the problem instead of part of the solution.
How Can the Role of Emotion and Self Be Incorporated into Academic Research?
In their recent book, Action Research as a Living Practice, Carson & Sumara (1997) suggested that further investigation is needed to understand the distinction that traditional research makes between the roles of the researcher, the person and their practice. Is it possible to separate our selves from our research practice? How do the events of our research into social systems shape the way we think about and influence our work? If we agree that our emotions, intuition and beliefs influence our research agenda, how can we include these ideas and thoughts into our research process? Questions about the intimate relationship between self, practice and research reflect a large spectrum of the action research literature and important questions that academics in all fields might begin to include in their research findings. Miller (1994) suggested that we need more description and analysis of participatory action researchers' emotional and intellectual reflections in order that other researchers can recognise that 'outcomes may be unexpected and sometimes painful for some or all participants'.
I agree with the many authors who suggest that PAR can lead to personal transformation (Cranton, 1994; Carson & Sumara, 1997) . According to Maguire (1993) , 'Participatory research is not only about trying to transform social structures 'out there' and 'the people', it is about being open to transforming ourselves and our relationships with others'. Transformation can be a difficult pathway filled with anxiety, self-critique and heightened awareness, and without proper institutional structures in place for supporting transformation we need to be careful about how quickly we espouse alternative research paradigms. It is possible that teachers who have not experienced PAR could teach it in their classrooms, but it raises questions about the expectations and realities of attempting PAR in an academic setting. I believe it is important that students do not rush out to do PAR projects in the last 2 weeks before the end of term and consider time constraints before beginning connections with communities. PAR is a delicate balance of group dynamics that requires a high degree of selfawareness, reflexivity and a large amount of time and energy. Professors (and students) need to consider if they are willing to continue the research and commitment outside of the school term.
Is it Possible for True Collaboration and Participation to Occur within a Traditionally Competitive Academic Setting?
An underlying principle of PAR is the commitment to collaboration (Brooks & Watkins, 1994; Winter, 1996) . Collaboration needs to take place both among the participants of the research and among the academic researchers. Many participatory researchers define all participants as coresearchers in an attempt to divert the hierarchies and power differential between the researcher and researched. Ideal models of collaboration suggest that the research could not be completed without full participation of all participants in the research process.
Participation can be problematic; especially when the group that comes together varies in power, status, influence and language ability. McTaggart (1991) suggests that the term participation has been corrupted by its use in academia and this abuse has ultimately led to involvement as opposed to ideal forms of participation. McTaggart (1991) distinguishes between participation (to share and take part) and involvement (to include) to suggest that true participation takes more effort and commitment than participant involvement in a research project. True participation in research activities is distinguished as a process whereby people are involved in setting the agenda of the inquiry, formulating the questions for the inquiry, developing the methods and collecting and analysing the data. He suggests (1991) that involvement can lead to co-optation and exploitation of people in the realisation of the plans of others: This is common in community programmes which are portrayed as participatory action research but which in reality are little more than the oppressive and unreflective implementation of some institutional policy. People are often involved in research, but rarely are they participants with real ownership of the theory and practice. (McTaggart 1991) In a model of true participation, participants have more control over the outcomes and process of the research.
This emerging paradigm of research enables researchers to be engaged in collaborative knowledge production, but it does not fit within traditional academic models for writing, publishing or promotion. Collaborative inquiry challenges academic institutions to create a system that accepts (and even rewards) these alternative processes for research. As a graduate student I am attracted to the often promoted collaborative projects within academia; however, my success within the institution is more often related to my individual endeavours (grades, publications, presentations, etc.) Collaborative inquiry is a fascinating methodology that challenges many academics to reconsider our assumptions about knowledge creation and what we consider to be valid research.
Academics need to be aware that the theories of participatory research are intricately connected to the practice of our work, and without reflection and critique, these intricacies will rarely be practiced in the institution.
Moving into the realm of participatory research is not a small leap for social scientists schooled in the paradigms of rational, scientific methods:
The decision to attempt participatory research grows out of a deep belief in the ability of people, ourselves included, to grow, change, challenge injustice and oppression, and take increasing control of our lives and communities through collective action, however small. Yet we live within the very structures and relationships we seek to transform (Maguire 1993) .
Academics work within institutions that are steeped in traditions and hierarchy. There are tensions between the traditional role of an academic researcher and a person who is truly committed to community based participatory research.
Living in the Basement of the Ivory Tower: challenges and consequences for graduate students My initial understandings of methodology in the social sciences were in feminist and action research classes. Throughout these courses there was an emphasis on self-reflection, process and the ethics of research. In particular, feminist research methods allowed me to question deeply my role as a researcher and the influence that research could have on participants. My background in biological sciences made me a harsh critic of the 'soft' sciences. The longer I spend in the realm of social science, the more appreciative I become of the complexity of research issues within the academic institution.
The principles and definitions of PAR contradict many of the overarching power structures present in the academic institution. Bernard (1999) suggests that academics choosing participatory action research as a methodology should be prepared to challenge traditional research hierarchies. In my own experience as a graduate student, this would translate into challenging the academic institution that will also be evaluating my work.
I want to practice participatory action research for the principles it espouses and yet I fear that I will create paradigmatic battles in my doctoral research with this type of direction in my research. I am also aware that I do not have the time (and perhaps not the patience) for engaging in a truly participatory study. I am required to write a research proposal with research questions, research problems and a direction for the research -none of which involves the participants of the study. If I were to wait until this stage were completed I would risk not completing my doctoral programme within a reasonable time frame. Teaching students about participatory action research within an academic setting presents an array of challenges to the students, professors and the participants involved in the study. Obvious tensions arise in the undertaking and writing of a participatory research thesis. 'Since our writing emerges from a different set of relationships (collaborative and action-oriented, rather than authoritative and observation-oriented), the format of our writing should be different' (Winter, 1996) . Dick (1997) outlines the complexity of choosing an action research project for a thesis or dissertation:
The danger is that your supervisors or committee, and your examiners, may assess rigor using criteria appropriate within their own paradigm. They may value quantification, precise research questions, substantial early literature review, and the like. It is therefore important that you understand the ways in which action research achieves rigor so that you can justify convincingly what you have done.
A number of contradictions and tensions arise for graduate students that are interested in pursuing alternative research paradigms within traditional disciplines.
One of the most frustrating aspects of graduate school is that the words in the papers of many academics work do not parallel their actions in their classrooms. Departments and disciplines engaged in participatory research paradigms are now beginning to test out some of the principles in truly participatory classrooms. For example, many doctoral programmes require that the first year or two is dedicated to reading and classes in an area of specialisation, after which comprehensive exams are completed to assure the committee that the student has a solid foundation of the literature. What if you are attempting to start your research grounded in people's lived experience? How do you frame research questions for a proposal prior to meeting the group that you will engage in participatory research with? How do you write ethical reviews for a process that will unfold as it progresses? These are only a few of the questions that are unsettling to me as I consider using PAR as a methodology for my doctoral research.
I chose to write about participatory action research because I am intrigued with the democratic, participatory and learning dimensions of the methodology. I am struggling with the potential problems of using such a method as a PhD student and yet I imagine the learning experience would be enormous. A number of published excerpts document the personal and institutional struggles involved in doing participatory research as a graduate student. Bernard (1999) feared that her department would not find her doctoral research to be 'academic' enough. Maguire's (1993) advice is loud and clear. 'Seek out faculty promoting, or at least open to, alternative paradigm research approaches. The ideal is to find faculty as open to learning with you as they are to teaching you'.
A New Vision for the Academic Community
Academics are essentially paid to ask questions, solve problems, analyse data, teach classes, and most definitely to write and publish. Most departments include community service as part of the role of the tenured academic. If the combination of teaching, community service and research publications is the current framework for the responsibilities of an academic, then academic success should be fairly based on a combination of these three areas. Despite the continuous struggle for academic promotions to rely more heavily on teaching ability and community work/service, academic success does not always work in this simple equation. An equal numbers of academics agree that the role of the academic is to produce research and should therefore be evaluated by publications alone.
According to the University of Columbia's Academic Plan (UBC-Trek, 2000), the university is a diverse entity with a multiplicity of roles in society. We have entered a time when post-modernism and deconstruction are high on the list of challenges to the scientific paradigm that has dominated the last century. I am engaged deeply in feminist critiques -of traditional research paradigms, of theory and of the academy. I see through a lens of feminist critique on some days and an ecological lens on others. I read feminist work and I am excited by the need to place emotion and self into my work, so that other people can understand more deeply my thoughts during the research process. This type of reflection is important for a mutual dialogue with the public about research. We need to embrace alternative ways of knowing and thinking about problems that include subjective accounts of research and involving a wide range of people in research processes. The risk is that we shatter the image of the institution as the seeker of truth -the potential is that we move closer to societies where social justice and ecologically sustainability are the norm.
Participatory action research is not the key to all the problems in the university or society, nor is it the ideal method for all research problems or disciplines. It is important that academics consider the potential outcomes of introducing these methods into the classroom. If we view the university as the objective seeker of truth and knowledge, then it is easy to connect truth to the current systems of power, authority and hierarchy associated with this structure. If we allow a diversity of people to create knowledge, to participate in knowledge production and to collaborate in the shared construction of knowledge, it is likely that the current systems of power and hierarchy will need to adapt.
During my doctoral programme I have taken courses in action research, feminist research, read numerous books and papers on the subject, and attended a number of academic seminars on the topic. I have been advised by some academics to stay clear of the methodology, while others urge me to take on an action research project with all of my heart and soul. It appears that talking about participatory action research has become fashionable within academia; however, there are few academics who discuss the challenges that PAR presents to the institutional framework and even fewer practicing PAR for themselves. Academics might consider opening forums to discuss the challenges and frustrations of collaborative and participatory work in an environment that creates solutions as well as publications.
To conclude, I raise two questions that challenge the university to consider the widespread use of PAR within its walls:
• How can we assess the usefulness of PAR in an academic setting when so few academics are practitioners of PAR?
• How can we change the criteria by which we assess participatory and action researchers when we work within institutions entrenched in the dominant social paradigm that values objectivity and traditional methods above all others?
We need to reconsider how we evaluate academic research before moving PAR into our classrooms and graduate theses. Through a conscious effort to raise awareness about the democratic and social implications related to participatory research, we may be able to move towards reconsidering the role of academics and the role of academic institutions within community practice. Perhaps the influx of participatory action research into more disciplines within the university will begin to transform the pathways of my future career. Perhaps not.
